The Muddy Middle

MITCHELL:
We started putting money into new musical development for the first time in 2010, so we're going on six or seven years where there has been an investment in research and development. We can put seed money in early as a commission and provide dramaturgical support, and then we can jump in at the very
The middle phase can be very expensive and long, and we don't have the resources.
end and produce the production, line up partners and tour. It's the middle phase of development that is really tricky for us.
The middle phase can be very expensive and long, and we don't have the resources-at least to date we don't-where we are able to do multiple workshops. So far, any of the new musicals we've done, whether that's been Craigslist [Cantata] or Ride the Cyclone, have all been projects that have found their development path in some other place, and then we were able to produce them.
We have projects that are in their infancy that we are developing at a grassroots level, and we know they are going to take years before they premiere. So, how do we still contribute to Canadian musical theatre now? I think we've felt that offering an opportunity for a second production, or a Toronto premiere, has been effective. Certainly, in the case of Onegin, which is in our current season, I know for Amiel [Gladstone] and Veda [Hille] it's useful for them to receive a second production, with the chance to figure out what works and what doesn't beyond its initial premiere version.
That's something that's critical in the US. When you look at shows like Come From Away, there was this enormous opportunity for the writers between its inception at CMTP and its premiere on Broadway to have productions at La Jolla [San Diego], Seattle, Washington, and the run it did here to keep fine-tuning. We want to see the form elevated here, and we want to contribute to new Canadian musicals, but I feel no pressure that we always ctr 171 summer 2017
Developing New Musicals & Supporting New Writers | FEATURES
have to do world premieres that no one's ever seen before. Perhaps that's a trap that new play development in Canada fell into, and I hope that for new musicals we can avoid making the same mistakes, where shows premiere and then die because we've created a culture of premiere-itis.
Navigating the Middle
KEVIN:
As a writer, what you experience, especially as a new writer in the community, is that there are resources or grants or commissions available for the first iteration of a piece to get it on its feet once, or maybe even just hear it in concert. After that, writers often fall into a bit of a pit where they don't know how to move forward with their piece to another stage. So, many pieces can sort of fall off the face of the planet. Writers often have to search hard for the few opportunities that are available to them in that in-between space that Mitchell is talking about.
For instance, Britta Johnson had some early mentorship and support on her show, Life After, at Paprika, and then for a longer while, it had less momentum. She sat with it and worked on it on her own time, went and wrote other projects, and then she took the opportunity to apply for the Paul O'Sullivan Award for New Musicals at the Fringe. Because of that award, her show was given a guaranteed slot in the Fringe Festival, and that production gave her the chance to really see it on its feet as a full-length piece for the first time. The amount of work that she did as a result of being able to hear it in the rehearsal room/workshop process, and then [to] immediately go away and rewrite it because she knew that it was going to be on its feet, even in a stripped-down fringe format, was pretty transformative.
But, Britta took the opportunity she was given and really maximized it, by focusing on the development of the piece as a "next-draft" rather than a final, crystallized thing. The creative team didn't waste resources and time in over-polishing the show. They didn't do 300 lighting cues, there weren't major costume changes, and there wasn't a massive set. There was a table and chairs and simple (but effective) lighting, and they just worked on the actual dramatic core of the piece. So there's the issue of limited continuing-development resources, and then there's also how to treat your piece when you do get those limited opportunities. I think that's one of the things that I didn't understand as a new writer, which is that you have to trust in producers like Mitchell to see a piece's potential. If you try to do the work for them and over-present or over-polish the piece too early, that's one of the contributing factors that can cause it to fall off the face of the planet because it becomes this over-chiseled thing that hasn't actually found its core shape yet, yet feels like it's set in stone. I understand how that comes about because, as a writer, every time something gets even a small presentation opportunity, you feel like it's your last kick at the can, so you'd better give it your all. But when you treat the piece's early presentations like it's part of an ongoing developmental process, and focus on the storytelling first, then it may actually have a better chance at longevity overall.
This Thing Called Broadway
MITCHELL:
The best and the worst thing in the US is that there is this thing called Broadway. There are a lot of reasons it's problematic, which we don't need to talk about right now, but one of the reasons it's the best is that everybody in musical theatre has something to strive for. And that includes writers in terms of motivation because, Lord knows, it takes forever to create a musical, and you have multiple writers sharing the royalties. The only way they are going to make any money is if their show gets lots of productions, or big productions, and Broadway is that shiny thing that they can strive for to be properly compensated.
Audiences are also aware of Broadway when they watch new musicals in the US. It changes the perspective of an audience sitting somewhere like the La Jolla Playhouse watching a show. They understand where that show is in its trajectory, they know that La Jolla is a developmental run, and they understand that seeing the show in an early phase is not lesser than seeing the final production. For those audiences, it is fantastic that they are seeing a piece that's not quite perfect yet, but that has a lot of promise. Even if it takes four more years to get to Broadway, there's cachet in saying they saw it four years ago. It really means something there.
We don't have that culture within our Canadian audiences. I think that's why development is so hard here because, even for us as a small one million, soon to be two-million dollar operating company, it's an enormous risk to put something on stage that we know isn't finished developing yet. It's risky because the audience watching it and the critics reviewing it are looking at this piece as though it is supposed to be fully cooked. I think part of our job as a company is to figure out how we create that culture for development.
If there starts to be great understanding of trajectory, a sense that you're not seeing the only production, but that you're seeing one of maybe ten productions of a show on its way to becoming Developing New Musicals & Supporting New Writers | FEATURES this success, then maybe it would be okay to see a piece that is not totally perfect yet. There's a culture around development to create, which I think would make it easier for everybody to take more chances on new Canadian work in development, and to not have to wait for it be fully finished in order to program it.
Writer Development in the Middle
KEVIN:
One other aspect of that middle ground is how it relates to writer development in Canada. In Canada, I think we do a decent job of offering promising young writers the skills necessary to write really good songs that sound like they belong in the musical theatre canon. But then, what becomes difficult is getting writers from the ten-minute excerpt they produce as part of an assignment, to any sort of full-length piece. Because musicals are expensive and a relatively young form, musical theatre writers don't get enough chances to throw their work at the wall to see what sticks. Plays are easier, their equivalent of that happens more in Canada. Because of that, you end up with some really honed writers who have now been in the game for five, maybe even ten years, but who still don't have a lot of longer pieces under their belt. Unfortunately, you still need the longer piece if you want a hope of getting something eventually licensed and seen on a larger, wider scale. Colleges and community theatres are understandably not interested in too many ten-minute musicals.
And so, there is still a "scrappiness" to the culture of musical theatre writing in Canada-I'm sure in the States too-but definitely more so here, where you have to get yourself from the tenminute musical to the sixty-minute thing on the strength of your own fumes and willpower. At least for now, though, the Canadian Music Theatre Project, our new Dan Fund [the Aubrey & Marla Dan Fund for New Musicals], and Musical Works in Concert are examples of new-work-focused opportunities that are beginning to help bridge the gap.
Tooting the Horn of Reframed
KEVIN: Do you mind if I toot the horn of Reframed for a second? Mitchell and Robert McQueen, our Director of New Musical Development, had a discussion after a NoteWorthy session (one of The Musical Stage Company's development programs) a few years ago about how to begin to fill that no man's land between the ten-minute assignment snippet and the full-length musical. They approached the Art Gallery of Ontario with an idea that became Reframed. They invited three teams of writers, all of whom had gone through the NoteWorthy program's matching phase, to come into a specific salon in the Art Gallery, select a painting off a wall of twenty-six paintings, and create a twenty-to twenty-five minute musical using the painting as inspiration.
I think part of our job as a company is to figure out how we create that culture for development.
At twenty to twenty-five minutes, it was possible to ensure each piece would get from inception to production with a reasonable amount of certainty, while leaving each piece room to introduce characters and tell a story with some amount of narrative arc. It was artistically successful, and it garnered a great reception from audiences as well, who were very interested in this concept. Additionally, in talking to some of our American counterparts, we found there was real excitement about the way Reframed experimented with the traditional musical theatre form, and real interest in partnering to explore these ideas together.
Also, I personally had been in a space where I did not have a full-length musical, though I had been working away at them. They take so much time, after all. Not only did Reframed give me my first professional production, working on that twenty-minute piece taught me a number of creative and dramaturgical lessons that I've since applied in my other work. Thanks to that experience, I've been able to create other full-length work that I can shop around and present. I don't think I would have gotten there in the same way or with the same speed if I hadn't first had the experience of doing Reframed. 
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MITCHELL:
From an innovation perspective, of everything we've done in the last five to seven years, Reframed is the thing that I'm most proud of. As Kevin was saying, it was a solution to a lot of different challenges. After running five rounds of NoteWorthy, and having these great writers writing these incredible ten-minute pieces but not successfully moving to full-length musicals, we found this to be the most effective tool to bridge the gap. It addressed the audience culture of development that I was talking about because it was the first time I've seen the penny drop for our attendees in terms of finding work in development exciting. They sat in the AGO, looked at a famous painting, heard a twenty-minute new musical inspired by the painting, and then went, "I get this." Development is exciting unto itself; it doesn't have to be dry. It also allowed us to showcase six writers on a project that was digestible in one sitting. We could record it. We could video it. We could pass the model off to theatres in the US and prove that there is exciting stuff happening in Canada, all while creating something tangible and satisfying for an audience out of what was really an exercise in musical theatre writing. So, it checked a lot of boxes for us.
The Next Phase of Development for
The Musical Stage Company MITCHELL: Our first question was to ask how do we get writers from different disciplines talking to each other, how do we get them in the room? That was NoteWorthy. We were so happy with that, but then we asked, okay, they're not writing full-length pieces, so how do we foster that? And that was Reframed. Reframed satisfied a lot of things, but it raised new questions. So, the next initiative that we are trying is the Crescendo Series, a residency that's going to showcase the work of one writer over the course of three years. Our first featured Crescendo Series artist is Britta Johnson, and her show Life After is part of our upcoming season. Here's somebody that's quite extraordinary, but who hasn't really had a lot of professional productions of her work. So, how do we build a ctr 171 summer 2017
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canon of work so that we can be championing her across Canada? Simultaneously, how do we get an audience interested in development, and away from the idea that they're always seeing the final product? We're hoping that by committing to three new musicals over three years, audiences can watch the growth of an artist and her craft, and because it's a very human experience to watch a person develop, we can afford for the work to have the occasional misstep. Instead of showing audiences what it means to develop a new musical, we're trying to show them what it means to be a writer of new musicals, and what it means to be developing work. We are planning ancillary events where an audience can check in with the writer, and talk about the next show, and then see all three productions of her work.
To date, it has been easier to sell a Tony Award winner, a Caroline or Change, or a Grey Gardens to sponsors than it has been to sell new work. However, with our new programs, the new Canadian work side is finally feeling as fundable and exciting, and while I think Reframed opened the door, this new Crescendo Series program is really resonating with people. When I talk about the development of an artist rather than of a work, and explain that we are helping an extraordinary young woman reach her potential, it's really resonating.
On Whether We Need American Approval
MITCHELL: I don't need their approval, I need their money. (Laughs.) I think, unfortunately, the success of the musical requires a lot of development, and for writers to be convinced to put the time and rigour into it, there has to be the promise of something lucrative. And our country just isn't big enough. There's no licensing house to submit to. Realistically, if Come From Away, before anybody knew what that was going to be, had just stayed in Canada, I can think of maybe seven or eight theatres who would have done that show. And that's just not enough in terms of financial compensation. If a writer ultimately gets $20,000 from each of those productions, that's $140,000. Now, split it three ways. Now think of how many years it took them to write it. They can't afford to write for that, and that's on a really successful show. There has to be the possibility of dozens and dozens of productions, or one on a commercial scale, like a Hamilton, that's bringing in a million a week, and that isn't possible without the US. I don't think we need their approval. We can be really proud of all of our work, but I think for our writers to keep going and to put in the rigour that's required in this complicated, collaborative form, we need the US market.
But ultimately, I guess my answer to all of the Canada-US stuff is, who cares? It's an arbitrary border. I don't think we have to write for Broadway. It's going to get dangerous if writers start writing for what they think is the Broadway aesthetic. If everybody suddenly thinks that because of Come From Away, Canadian musicals are going to go to Broadway regularly, well, most of them aren't. That's still going to be once in a blue moon. But there are so many regionals and festivals and colleges and this and that out there that I think getting your piece licensed by a place like Samuel French-as Evil Dead did-can be just as great as going to Broadway. Why not shine a spotlight on our country to say hey, here's some great writers for any theatres that are willing to look at titles that aren't Broadway-branded? Here's some people you should take a look at.
KEVIN:
From my perspective as a writer, it's also exactly as Mitchell has said. We need the money, and we also need the possibility of the legacy that comes with all that infrastructure and culture and interest. I have chosen, for now anyway, to believe that I do not need to move to New York to eventually make a living off of my writing. I think that we are on the cusp of a shift, or cresting the hill on an upward climb, that is going to make it possible to make a living off of writing musical theatre in this country, even though currently, it is not yet feasible to do so without being licensed in the States. For now, it makes sense to continue to push our work into the States because that's where so much developmental support and money is. But as our profiles as musical theatre writers grow and culture shifts accordingly, and we get increasing buy-in from our own domestic institutions, we can start to find ways to do that within our own country, without having to loop our work through the US before everyone perks up and theatre companies, regional festivals, groups, and colleges start to license it.
8. About how Toronto is not the centre of the (musical theatre) universe, and why that's a good thing. Daryl Cloran is at the Citadel, and he's a great advocate for new musicals….All this is to say, I think there is actually a lot happening across the country. We are not united yet in our national pipeline, but I believe we are going to be. Maybe that's the role Charlottetown will ultimately play, as the Confederation Centre of Canada that's always done a lot of new musicals. I feel so lucky that The Musical Theatre Company, after this season's production of Onegin, will have been involved in three shows that have come out of Vancouver. I'm grateful that I've been able to get on a plane and see those shows and build relationships with writers, or invite them to NoteWorthy and bring them here. So how do we bring everybody together nationally? It's happening slowly, and I see people paying attention, and there are conversations taking place. It's not all connected yet, but I have to believe that we are moving in the direction of unification, finding ways to get everyone to know each other, and to build some kind of pipeline for new musicals. 
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